
ology 7 (2007) 205–210
www.elsevier.com/locate/intimp
International Immunopharmac
Effects of polyunsaturated fatty acids on calcium response
and degranulation from RBL-2H3 cells

Reiko Teshima a,⁎, Fumio Amanob, Ryosuke Nakamura a,
Yasuhiko Tanaka c, Jun-ichi Sawada a

a Division of Biochemistry and Immunochemistry, National Institute of Health Sciences, 1-18-1 Kamiyoga, Setagaya-ku, Tokyo 158-8501, Japan
b Osaka University of Pharmaceutical Sciences, 4-20-1 Nasahara, Takatsuki, Osaka 569-1094, Japan

c Department of Biochemistry and Cell Biology, National Institute of Infectious Diseases, 1-23-1 Toyama, Shinjuku-ku, Tokyo 162-8640, Japan

Received 4 September 2006; received in revised form 21 September 2006; accepted 22 September 2006
Abstract

To investigate the biological activity of various polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs) on the allergic reaction, we examined the
effects of six PUFAs and two saturated fatty acids on calcium response and degranulation from rat basophilic leukemia (RBL-2H3)
cells. Between 20 and 40 μM of six PUFAs (ω-6 series: arachidonic acid [AA, C20:4], γ-linolenic acid [γ-LN, C18:3] and linoleic
acid [LA, C18:2]; ω-3 series: α-linolenic acids [α-LN, C18:3] and eicosapentaenoic acid [EPA, C20:5]; and ω-9 series: oleic acid
[OLE, C18:1]), or two saturated fatty acids (stearic acid [STA, C18:0] and arachidic acid [AD, C20:0]) were used to examine the
effects on calcium response and degranulation from RBL-2H3 cells. Calcium response was monitored using the fluorescent
calcium indicator fura-2, while degranulation was monitored by measuring histamine release from the cells. Three ω-6 PUFAs
(AA, α-LN and LA) dose-dependently increased the cytosolic free-calcium concentration and histamine release from RBL-2H3
cells. This phenomenon was specific to the ω-6 PUFAs, the ω-3 PUFAs (α-LA and EPA), ω-9 PUFA (OLE) and the saturated fatty
acids (STA and AD) had no effect. The increase in the cytosolic free-calcium concentration caused by the ω-6 PUFAs depended on
the existence of external calcium, cell viability and the cellular IP3 levels remained unchanged throughout the experiment. These
results suggest that ω-6 PUFAs work as direct mediators of calcium signaling pathways in RBL-2H3 cells.
© 2006 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Linoleic acid and α-linolenic acid are essential
polyunsaturated fatty acids, the former a ω-6 and the
latter a ω-3 fatty acid [1,2]. In mammalian cells, linoleic
acid is converted to arachidonic acid by δ-6 desaturase;
α-linolenic acid is also converted to eicosapentaenoic
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acid (EPA) by δ-6 desaturase and is then further con-
verted to docosahexaenoic acid (DHA). Recently, ω-3
fatty acids have attracted a great deal of attention
because of their anti-atherosclerotic, anti-inflammatory
and anti-allergic properties [1,3,4]. Many in vivo ex-
periments have suggested that diets containing large
amounts of arachidonic acid and the fatty acid pre-
cursors of the ω-6 family might promote atherosclerosis
and inflammation, while diets containing a high amount
of ω-3 PUFAs might protect against these conditions
[3,4].
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Some studies concerning the mechanisms of PUFA
action have been carried out using cultured cells; how-
ever, few in vitro studies on the direct effects of PUFAs
on mast cells or basophils have been performed, and the
molecular mechanisms by which PUFAs regulate mast
cell functions are largely unknown.

Rat basophilic leukemia (RBL-2H3) cells have been
used as in vitro systems for the analysis of cellular and
molecular mechanisms involved in the secretion of
histamine and serotonin by exocytosis [5,6]. RBL-2H3
cells have the same functions as primary mast cells and
normal basophils which mediate allergic type I reaction
[5,6]. Therefore, in the present study, we studied the
effects of several PUFAs on RBL-2H3 cell signal trans-
duction to determine the biological effects of these
PUFAs on allergic reactions.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Reagents

The PUFAs (arachidonic acid [AA], γ-linolenic acid [γ-LN],
linoleic acid [LA], α-linolenic acids [α-LN], eicosapentaenoic
acid [EPA] and oleic acid [OLE]) and saturated fatty acids
(stearic acid [STA] and arachidic acid [AD]) were obtained
from the following companies; AA: Funakoshi (Tokyo, Japan),
γ-LN and LA: Sigma (St. Louise, MO, USA), OL, SA and AD:
Wako Pure Chemical Industries (Osaka, Japan), and α-LN and
EPA: Idemitsu Petrochemicals (Tokyo, Japan). A 20-mM
ethanol stock solution of each PUFA was made, and stored
at −70 °C.

Fura-2-AM was obtained from Dojindo (Kumamto, Japan).
An IP3 assay kit was obtained from Amersham Radiochemical
(Amersham, UK).

2.2. Cells

All experiments were performed using a secreting subline
of rat basophilic leukemia cells, RBL-2H3 [5]. The cells were
maintained in Dulbecco's modified Eagle's medium (DMEM),
Table 1
Effects of various polyunsaturated fatty acids on histamine release from RB

Drug Histamine release (%) Drug H

AA 20 μM 12.31±1.12⁎ α-LN 20 μM 8
40 μM 36.56±1.16⁎⁎ 40 μM 9

LA 20 μM 11.91±0.39⁎ EPA 20 μM 9
40 μM 23.28±0.22⁎⁎ 40 μM 8

γ-LN 20 μM 12.36±0.41⁎ OLE 20 μM 10
40 μM 28.35±0.38⁎⁎ 40 μM 11

Values are the mean±S.D. of 3 experiments.
The histamine release (HR) % from RBL-2H3 cells treated with a control so
Levels of significance from control were determined by the Student's t-test.
supplemented with 10% fetal calf serum, as described pre-
viously [6].

2.3. Pipes buffer

The Pipes buffer that was used had the following com-
position: 140 mM NaCl, 5 mM KCl, 0.6 mM MgCl2, 1.0 mM
CaCl2, 5.5 mM glucose and 10 mM piperazine-N-N′-bis (2-
ethanesulfonic acid) (Pipes; pH 7.4). For the experiments
performed in the absence of external calcium, Pipes–EGTA
buffer (14 mM NaCl, 5 mM KCl, 1.0 mM EGTA, 5.5 mM
glucose and 10 mM Pipes; pH 7.4) was used.

2.4. Measurement of cytosolic free-calcium concentration
([Ca2+]i)

RBL-2H3 cells (6×105 cells/ml) were loaded with fura-2-
AM (6 μM), as described previously. After centrifugation to
remove free dye, the cells were resuspended in 1.5 ml of buffer.
Fura-2-loading under the above conditions was adequate to
monitor the changes in [Ca2+]i. The resulting fluorescence
was measured in a 1 cm quartz cuvette using a Shimazu RF-
5000 spectrophotometer (excitation, 335 or 362 nm; emission,
500 nm) with stirring at 37 °C. Estimation of [Ca2+]i from fura-
2 fluorescence data was based on the method described in a
previous paper [7].

2.5. Measurement of histamine release from RBL-2H3 cells

The degranulation process was monitored by measuring
histamine release, as described previously. Cells were pre-
incubated for 16 h at 37 °C on a 24-well microplate (Falcon,
No. 3047) in 1 ml/well of DMEM containing 10% fetal calf
serum. The cells were washed three times with Pipes buffer and
then challenged with 500 μl of each concentration of PUFA for
35 min. The amount of histamine release was determined by
HPLC according to the post-column derivatization method
using ortho-phthalaldehyde as described previously [6]. The
percentage of histamine release (% release) was calculated
using the following formula: 100A / (A+B), where A is the
amount of histamine released from the cells after stimulation,
L-2H3 cells

istamine release (%) Drug Histamine release (%)

.85±0.24 STA 20 μM 10.01±0.47

.37±0.13 40 μM 9.38±1.09

.42±0.23 AD 20 μM 9.36±0.06

.51±0.25 40 μM 10.34±0.18

.37±0.58

.29±0.11⁎

lvent (0.4% EtOH) was 9.46±0.50%.
⁎pb0.05, ⁎⁎pb0.01.



Fig. 1. Effects of PUFAs on [Ca2+]i in RBL-2H3 cells. Changes in [Ca2+]i in RBL-2H3 cells were monitored using the fluorescence Ca2+ indicator
dye, fura-2. Where indicated, 40 μM of fatty acids (a, AA; b, LA; c, γ-LN; d, α-LN; e, EPA; f, STA; g, AD) or a solvent control (0.4% EtOH) was
added to the cuvette, and [Ca2+]i was monitored by measuring the ratio of the fluorescence intensity (F335/F362) of fura-2. The traces are
representatives of typical experiments that were repeated at least three times.
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and B is the amount of residual histamine remaining in the cells
after stimulation.

2.6. Measurement of IP3 formation

IP3 formation in the RBL-2H3 cells after PUFA stimulation
was measured as described previously [6,7]. Briefly, RBL-2H3
cells (8×106 cells/ml) were stimulated with PUFA for 20 min.
The IP3 was then extracted, and the concentration in the cells
(4×105 cells equivalent) was measured using an IP3 assay kit
(Amersham, UK), as described previously [6].

3. Results

3.1. Effects of different PUFAs on histamine release from
RBL-2H3 cells

As shown in Table 1, 20–40 μM of AA (ω-6, C20:4)
induced histamine release from RBL-2H3 cells in a dose-
dependent manner. We next examined the specificities of
PUFAs with different ω-numbers. As shown in Table 1,
20–40 μM of LA (ω-6, C18:2) or γ-LN (ω-6, C18:3) also
induced histamine release in a dose-dependent manner. The
extents of histamine release induced by 40 μM of LA or γ-LN
(23.28% and 28.35%, respectively) were slightly lower than
that induced by AA (36.56%). Unlike the ω-6 PUFAs, none
of the ω-3 PUFAs (α-LN, C18:3 or EPA, C20:5) induced
histamine release from the RBL-2H3 cells. None of the PUFA
concentrations used in the study were toxic to the RBL-2H3
cells, as determined using a Wako LDH-cytotoxic test kit (data
not shown). In addition, a ω-9 fatty acid, oleic acid (ω-9,
C18:1), produced little or no induction of histamine release, nor
did the saturated fatty acids, stearic acid (C18:0) and arachidic
acid (C20:0).

From the above results, we suggest the several trends as
follows. (i) The position of the double bonds relative to the
terminal methyl group is important, since the ω-6 series of
fatty acids was more active than the ω-3 series. (ii) The effect
on histamine release requires the presence of several double
bonds in a cis configuration and increases with the degree of



Table 2
Effect of PUFAs on IP3 formation in RBL-2H3 cells

Drug IP3 formation (pmol/4×105 cells)a

40 μM AA 1.8±0.5
40 μM γ-LN 2.4±0.7
40 μM α-LN 1.8±0.7
40 μM EPA 1.9±0.6
0.4% EtOH 1.7±0.5

Each value represents the mean±S.D. of triplicate determinations.
Similar results were obtained in two other experiments.
a Reaction was stopped at 20 min and IP3 was extracted, and IP3

concentration was measured by an IP3 assay kit.

208 R. Teshima et al. / International Immunopharmacology 7 (2007) 205–210
unsaturation, since neither of the saturated fatty acids produced
an effect.

3.2. Effects of different PUFAs on calcium response in RBL-
2H3 cells

To further examine the effects of PUFAs on histamine release
from RBL-2H3 cells, we examined the effects of PUFAs on
calcium response. As shown in Fig. 1a, 40 μM of AA induced a
rapid increase in [Ca2+]i shortly after the addition of AA, as
shown by the increase in fura-2 fluorescence; this increase in
[Ca2+]i was maintained for more than 300 s. As shown in Fig. 1b
and c, the otherω-6 PUFAs (LAandγ-LN) also increased [Ca2+]i.
On the other hand, as shown in Fig. 1d and e, the ω-3 PUFAs
(α-LN and EPA) did not induce an increase in [Ca2+]i in the
RBL-2H3 cells. Furthermore, as shown in Fig. 1f and g, the
saturated fatty acids, stearic acid and arachidic acid, also did not
induce an increase in [Ca2+]i. To determine the dose-dependent
and external calcium-dependent effects of AA, the increase in
[Ca2+]i induced by 10–40 μM of AAwas examined as shown in
Fig. 2 AA increased the [Ca2+]i in a dose-dependent manner,
starting at a threshold of 10 μM; the [Ca2+]i induced by 20 μM
of AA was about 70% of the [Ca2+]i induced by 40 μM. The
[Ca2+]i increase was significantly smaller when the experiment
was performed using a free-Ca2+-depleted buffer. Therefore, the
increase in [Ca2+]i induced by AA seems to be caused mainly by
calcium influx from the external medium and partly by the
mobilization of Ca2+ from intracellular stores.

Furthermore, since the increase in [Ca2+]i induced by
40 μM of AA was slightly or not inhibited by preincubation
with a cyclooxygenase inhibitor (10 μM of indomethacin) or a
lipoxygenase inhibitor (10 μM of nordihydroguaiaretic acid
[NDGA]), a direct effect of AA on ion channels of RBL-2H3
cells was suggested (data not shown).
Fig. 2. Effects of various concentrations of AA on [Ca2+]i in RBL-2H3
cells. Cytosolic free-calcium concentration ([Ca2+]i) in RBL-2H3 cells
after 30 s of stimulation with 10–40 μM of AA in the presence (♦) or
absence (□) of external calcium was determined. The values are the
mean±S.D. for three different experiments. The [Ca2+]i before
stimulation was 60 nM.
3.3. Effects of PUFAs on IP3 formation in RBL-2H3 cells

Finally, we examined the effects of PUFAs on IP3 formation
in RBL-2H3 cells. As shown in Table 2, no changes in the IP3
levels were observed after 20 min of incubation with 40 μM
AA. Furthermore, no changes in the IP3 levels were observed
when the RBL-2H3 cells were treated with 40 μM γ-LN,
40 μMα-LN or 40 μMEPA. In addition, no significant changes
were observed when the samples were treated with the ω-6 or
ω-3 PUFAs. Therefore, the IP3 level, which is probably
determined by phosphatidylinostol turnover, and IP3 formation
are not involved in theω-6 PUFAs-induced increase in [Ca2+]i.

4. Discussion

In the present study, we showed that ω-6 PUFAs
specifically induced histamine release and a rapid in-
crease in [Ca2+]i in a cultured mast cell-like cell line,
RBL-2H3. The specificity of the ω-6 PUFAs was con-
firmed, because neither the ω-3 PUFAs nor a ω-9 PUFA
(OLE) were effective; two saturated fatty acids also did
not have an effect.

Although some of the biological activities of PUFAs
in the immune system are not distinguished among these
groups of differentω-numbers [8], such as the triggering
of cytosolic calcium mobilization in JURKAT T cells,
some differences in their effects on the regulation of
activated macrophage functions, like the production of
interleukin 1 [9] or lymphocyte mitogenesis [10], have
been observed. Furthermore, some differences in ω-6
and ω-3 fatty acids on the mastoparan-stimulated or
IgE-mediated histamine release from a canine mastocy-
toma cell line (C2) or RBL-2H3 cell were reported [11–
13]. In both cells, increase of degranulation by ω-6 fatty
acid (AA) was higher than that by ω-3 fatty acid (EPA).
The molecular mechanisms responsible for the regula-
tion of mast cell functions by PUFAs are largely un-
known. The greatest difference among PUFAs is their
role as substrates for different series of prostaglandins
(PGx); for example, ω-3 PUFAs are the sources of
1-series of PGx, like PGE1 or PGA1, whereasω-6 PUFAs
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are the sources of 2-series of PGx, like PGE2 or PGA2.
In addition, before converting the AA to PGx, AA itself
is released from RBL-2H3 cells in response to IgE or
calcium ionophore stimulation [14]. Furthermore, in a
previous paper, we showed that three days of pre-
incubation with α-linolenic acid caused a reduction in
AA levels and histamine release in RBL-2H3 cells [15].
We hypothesized that AA release itself, and not PGx,
might have a biological effect on RBL-2H3 cells,
leading to the regulation or even the initiation of sub-
sequent reactions in the processes responsible for RBL-
2H3 activation.

There was also an argument that fatty acids, espe-
cially PUFAs on both ω-3 and ω-6 series, regulate ion
channels. In that report, AAwas also suggested to act in
an indirect way which involves cycloxygenase and/or
lipoxygenase products derived from AA [16–18]. In
other cases, the arachidonic acid-induced Ca2+ release
or Ca2+ influx, which were not inhibited by either cy-
clooxygenase or lipoxygenase inhibitors, have been
reported [19,20]. The results of our study also showed
that cyclooxygenase or lipoxygenase inhibitors did not
inhibit the increase in [Ca2+]i induced by AA. Thus, in
RBL-2H3 cells, ω-6 PUFAs may regulate ion channels.
So far as we examined, IP3, a known mediator of [Ca2+]i
mobilization, was not produced in response to the
stimulation with ω-6 PUFAs. Therefore, AA seems to
mobilize cytosolic calcium via the same IP3-indepen-
dent mechanisms previously described in JURKAT T
cells [8] or in stimulus-secretion coupling in pancreatic
cells [21].

The activation of protein kinase C (PKC) by fatty
acid, especially AA, has been reported in several cell
lines [22]. In this paper, we showed that ω-6 PUFAs
induced histamine release from RBL-2H3 cells. We
previously reported that increases in [Ca2+]i induced
by a Ca2+-ATPase inhibitor and PKC activation caused
synergistic histamine release from RBL-2H3 cells
[23]. Therefore, it is plausible that PKC activation by
AA or other ω-6 PUFAs may be induced in RBL-2H3
cells.

In conclusion, we showed that ω-6 PUFAs increased
[Ca2+]i and histamine release from RBL-2H3 cells,
however, ω-3 PUFAs did not activate RBL-2H3 cells.
These new findings are important for determining
the mechanisms of the anti-allergic effects of ω-3
PUFAs.

Acknowledgement

This study was partly supported by a grant from the
Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare.
References

[1] Fischer S. Analysis of eicosanoid formation in humans by mass
spectrometry. Adv Lipid Res 1989;23:199–217.

[2] Yamamoto N, Saitoh M, Moriuchi A, Nomura M, Okuyama H.
Effect of dietary alpha-linolenate/linoleate balance on brain lipid
compositions and learning ability of rats. J Lipid Res 1987;28:
144–51.

[3] Wojenski CM, Silver MJ, Waker J. Eicosapentaenoic acid ethyl
ester as an antithrombotic agent: comparison to an extract of fish
oil. Biochim Biophys Acta 1991;1081:33–8.

[4] Yamazaki K, Fujikawa M, Hamazaki T, Yano S, Shono T.
Comparison of the conversion rates of alpha-linolenic acid (18:3
(n-3)) and stearidonic acid (18:4(n-3)) to longer polyunsaturated
fatty acids in rats. Biochim Biophys Acta 1992;1123:18–26.

[5] Barsumian EL, Isersky C, Petrino MG, Siraganian RP. IgE-
induced histamine release from rat basophilic leukemia cell lines:
isolation of releasing and nonreleasing clones. Eur J Immunol
1981;11:317–23.

[6] Teshima R, Ikebuchi H, Sawada J, Furuno T, Nakanishi M, Terao
T. Effects of herbimycin A and ST638 on Fcε receptor-mediated
histamine release and Ca2+ signals in rat basophilic leukemia
(RBL-2H3) cells. Biochim Biophys Acta 1994;1221:37–46.

[7] Teshima R, Ikebuchi H, Terao T, Nakanishi M. The effect of
staurosporine on Ca2+ signals in rat basophilic leukemia (RBL-
2H3) cells. Chem Pharm Bull 1991;39:747–51.

[8] Chow SC, Jondal M. Polyunsaturated free fatty acids stimulate an
increase in cytosolic Ca2+ by mobilizing the inositol 1,4,5-
triphosphate-sensitive Ca2+ pool in T cells through a mechanism
independent of phosphoinositide turnover. J Biol Chem 1990;265:
902–7.

[9] Priante G, Bordin L, Musacchio E, Clari G, Baggio B. Fatty acids
and cytokine mRNA expression in human osteoblastic cells: a
specific effect of arachidonic acid. Clin Sci 2002;102:403–9.

[10] Kelly JP, Parker CW. Effects of arachidonic acid and other
unsaturated fatty acids on mitogenesis in human lymphocytes.
J Immunol 1979;122:1556–62.

[11] Gueck T, Seidel A, Fuhrmann H. Consequences of eicosapen-
taenoic acid (n-3) and arachidonic acid (n-6) supplementation on
mast cell mediators. J Anim Physiol Anim Nutr 2004;88:259–65.

[12] Gueck T, Seidel A, Baumann D, Meister A, Fuhrmann H.
Alterations of mast cell mediator production and release by
gamma-linolenic and docosahexaenoic acid. Vet Dermatol
2004;15:309–14.

[13] Nakano N, Nakao A, Uchida T, Shirasaka N, Yoshizumi H,
Okumura K, et al. Effects of arachidonic acid analogs on
FcepsilonRI-mediated activation of mast cells. Biochim Biophys
Acta 2005;1738:19–28.

[14] Garcia-Gil M, Siraganian RP. Source of the arachidonic acid
released on stimulation of rat basophilic leukemia cells. J Immunol
1986;136:3825–8.

[15] Kawasaki M, Toyoda M, Teshima R, Sawada J, Saito Y. Effect of
a-linolenic acid on the metabolism of ω-3 and ω-6 polyunsat-
urated fatty acids and histamine release in RBL-2H3 cells. Biol
Pharm Bull 1994;17:1321–5.

[16] Volpi M, Naccache PH, Sha'afi RI. Arachidonate matabolites
increase the permeability of the plasma membrane of the neutrophils
to calcium. Biochem Biophys Res Commun 1980;92: 1231–7.

[17] AlonsoMT, SanchezA,Garcia-Sancho J.Arachidonic acid-induced
calcium influx in human platelets. Biochem J 1990;272:435–43.

[18] Sha'afi RI, Naccache PH,Alobaidi T,Molski TF, VolpiM.Effect of
arachidonic acid and the chemotactic factor F-Met-Leu-Phe on



210 R. Teshima et al. / International Immunopharmacology 7 (2007) 205–210
cation transport in rabbit neutrophils. J Cell Physiol 1981;106:
215–23.

[19] Ordway RW, Singer JJ, Walsh JV. Direct regulation of ion
channels by fatty acids. Trends Neurosci 1991;14:96–100.

[20] Kolesnick RN, Musacchio I, Thaw C, Gershengorn MC.
Arachidonic acid mobilizes calcium and stimulates prolactin
secretion from GH3 cells. Am J Physiol 1984;246:E458–62.

[21] Wolf BA, Turk J, Sherman WR, McDaniel ML. Intracellular
Ca2+ mobilization by arachidonic acid. Comparison with myo-
inositol 1,4,5-trisphosphate in isolated pancreatic islets. J Biol
Chem 1986;261:3501–11.

[22] Khan WA, Blobe G, Hannun YA. Arachidonic acid and free fatty
acids as second messengers and the role of protein kinase C. Cell
Signal 1995;7:171–84.

[23] Teshima R, Onose J, Okunuki H, Sawada J. The effect of Ca2+-
ATPase inhibitors on the stimulation of mast cells. Recent Res
Dev Immunol 2000;2:141–51.


	Effects of polyunsaturated fatty acids on calcium response and degranulation from RBL-2H3 cells
	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Reagents
	Cells
	Pipes buffer
	Measurement of cytosolic free-calcium concentration ([Ca2+]i)
	Measurement of histamine release from RBL-2H3 cells
	Measurement of IP3 formation

	Results
	Effects of different PUFAs on histamine release from RBL-2H3 cells
	Effects of different PUFAs on calcium response in RBL-2H3 cells
	Effects of PUFAs on IP3 formation in RBL-2H3 cells

	Discussion
	Acknowledgement
	References


